This article seeks to intervene in the debate over the legacy of the British Empire, using the British Union of Fascists (buf) as a case-study. It will argue that, during the interwar period, the buf drew heavily on earlier constructions of racialized imperial masculinity in building their 'new fascist man' . The buf stand out in the period following the First World War, where hegemonic constructions of British masculinity were altogether more domesticated. At the same time, colonial policymakers were increasingly relying on concessions, rather than force, to outmanoeuvre nationalists out in the Empire. For the buf, this all smacked of effeminacy and they responded with a 'new man' based on the masculine values of the idealized imperial frontier. By transplanting these values from colony to metropole, they hoped to achieve their fascist rebirth of Britain and its Empire. This article charts the buf's construction of this imperial 'new fascist man' out the legacy of earlier imperialists, the canon of stories of imperial heroism, and the gendered hierarchies of colonial racism.
contentious.1 This article seeks to intervene in this debate, using the British Union of Fascists (buf) as a case-study. It will argue that, during the interwar period, the buf drew heavily on earlier constructions of racialized imperial masculinity in building their 'new fascist man' . In an age when the uncompromising imperialists of diehard Conservatism were contained and marginalized within an electorally successful and moderate Conservative Party under the leadership of Stanley Baldwin, Britain's fascist movement was an outlet for unreconstructed imperialism. Rejecting the dominant domesticated constructions of masculinity as well as the more conciliatory direction in imperial policy in interwar British politics, the buf borrowed from late Victorian and Edwardian imperial discourse. Britain's fascists looked to a masculine ideal based on the conviction that the best of British manhood could be found on Britain's imperial frontiers. Like Kipling and Baden-Powell before them, the buf found an 'alternative ethic' for British society in the manly code of the frontier existence.2 By reviving this imperial 'spirit' in Britain itself, the buf hoped to combat the enervating decadence they believed was sapping the nation's masculine resolve.
Drawing on studies of fascist masculinity by George Mosse, Julie Gottlieb and Tony Collins, and incorporating insights from the field of imperial history, this article will examine the buf's construction of an imperially-inflected fascist masculinity. It will do so primarily with reference to the buf's newspapers and journals, including Blackshirt, Fascist Week, Action, and Fascist Quarterly. In doing so, this article will show how the buf built upon the legacy of earlier imperialists, used the figure of the imperial frontiersman and imperial heroes as models for a 'new' aristocratic way of life, repurposed the racial hierarchies of colonial masculinity to suit their own ends, and ultimately conceived of fascism as a 'white' fight against the global forces of 'colour' .
For a long time, despite a few (now) old and overlooked pioneering pieces, the relationship between the British radical right and the British Empire went largely unexamined. In the early seventies, Barry Cosmin examined the colonial career of the obscure but prolific anti-Semite, Henry Hamilton Beamish.3 Other historians have fleetingly considered the nexus between the radical right fascism 7 (2018) and imperialism but only recently in a few studies has it come under sustained scholarly analysis.4 In these more recent works, the tendency has been to approach imperialism from the purview of fascist studies.5 In this article, I hope to shed new light on the imperial nature of British fascism by applying insights from the field of imperial history. In particular, the 'new imperial history' , which emphasizes the profound and lingering impact of colonialism on the metropole as well as on the colonized, has a lot to offer, especially where race and gender are concerned.6 Discussions of this lingering effect by imperial historians like Catherine Hall, Bill Schwarz, and others have so far neglected the British radical right.
The imperial features of buf ideology have been noted by gender historians of fascism, such as Tony Collins and Julie Gottlieb. Collins noted that the buf espoused 'the militaristic masculinity of the late Victorian and Edwardian age' , while Gottlieb saw in Mosley's black-shirted recruits 'an unreconstructed masculinity . . . associated with a more confident imperial age in Britain's pre-war past.'7 Beyond these remarks, an in-depth analysis of the relationship between the buf's ideology and its imperial antecedents is wanting. Additionally, the incorporation of the imperial obsessives on the radical right into the wider debate over Britain's contested imperial past is long overdue.
British Fascism and British Imperialism
Founded in 1932 by Sir Oswald Mosley, the buf was not Britain's first fascist movement but was its largest in terms of membership and public profile.
Before founding the buf, Mosley had become disillusioned with parliamentary party politics as an mp for the Conservatives and then Labour. In his short-lived New Party, founded in 1931, Mosley's politics began to develop in an increasingly fascist direction. In the buf, Mosley and his recruits saw themselves as the architects not only of a new and greater Britain but also of new and greater Britons.8 He framed his political project in the language of gender; the movement was said to represent 'a microcosm of a national manhood reborn' .9 Regarding democracy as effeminate and indecisive, the buf wanted an authoritarian government to 'replace the legislation of old women by the social sense and the will to serve young men ' .10 However, in their overt and, moreover, politicized emphasis on an actionoriented manliness, the buf ran counter to the prevailing mood in Britain. Alison Light has argued that following the First World War there was 'move away from formerly heroic and officially masculine public rhetorics of national identity' to 'an Englishness at once less imperial and more inward-looking, more domestic and more private -and, in terms of pre-war standards, more "feminine".'11 Interwar Britishness was construed less in the image of the imperial adventurer and more in terms of '"the little man", the suburban husband pottering in his herbaceous borders. '12 This wider cultural mood was embodied in politics by Stanley Baldwin, Conservative Party leader from 1923 to 1937 and Prime Minister at various times during the 1920s and 1930s. Baldwin's moderate Conservatism 'offered a more domestic and feminised image' , accepted democracy, and was reticent about power and aggression.13 The buf fulminated against this understated ideal of manliness within Westminster and beyond. They mockingly referred to Baldwin as 'Mrs Baldwin' , denounced other National Government politicians as 'old Barbara Bush has portrayed this as a 'feminization of Empire' .16 In this gradual reconceptualization from 'Empire' to 'Commonwealth' , she sees a significant shift in imperial discourse. It is important not to overstate this, however; the British Empire had not suddenly transformed into a benign and motherly institution. This change had more to do with outmanoeuvring nationalists than it did with humanitarianism. Nonetheless, it was perceived by those on the radical right as outright treachery, a betrayal frequently condemned in the language of gender. For the buf and 'diehard' elements within the Conservative Party, it represented the enervating counterpart to sapping decadence at home.
An interesting feature of interwar British politics was the way in which the Conservative Party, under Baldwin's leadership, for the most part contained and defanged the dissident diehards within its ranks.17 Very few Tories strayed, constrained by Baldwin's vote-winning constitutional Conservatism and subsumed within a party committed to a strategy of imperial preservation by Alongside this, the buf were clearly influenced by an imperially-infused popular culture. A regular imperialist trope in popular culture during the late Victorian and Edwardian years was the 'frontier myth' , another rendering of the conviction that the frontier lifestyle represented the apotheosis of heroic manliness.24 This myth was articulated through stories of imperial heroism which proliferated between 1850 and 1914. Through transformative encounters with the 'primeval region' of the frontier, places like North-West Canada or the thick jungles of Africa, the protagonists of these tales were elevated to the mantle of heroism.25 According to John MacKenzie, such stories became part of popular culture, in books, in magazines, in theatres, in music-halls, and in the classroom. Their heroes were not remote superhuman figures but 'moral exemplars' .26 Dramatizations of their deeds conveyed 'models for behaviour applicable to everyday life, "How To" guides for confronting danger, responding to set-backs, interacting not only with friends, but also with enemies.'27 The buf possessed their own 'pantheon of heroes' stocked full of exemplary figures hailed for their 'perceived manliness' .28 Here, the buf were not inventing new heroes but rather plundering an imperialist mythology that long predated it, repurposing historical figures as Great British proto-fascists. Their fascist pantheon included, but was not limited to, Sir Francis Drake, Sir Walter Raleigh, Captain James Cook, Major-General James Wolfe, Robert Clive (better known as 'Clive of India'), Horatio Herbert Kitchener, and the first GovernorGeneral of India, Warren Hastings.
The buf were profoundly influenced by one of the most famous celebrators of Empire and imperial heroes in English letters, Rudyard Kipling. The buf's Director of Publicity and Propaganda, A.K. Chesterton, penned Kipling's obituary in Action, dubbing him 'the poet of Empire' and declaring that 'Kipling himself' would have been a fascist if he had 'been born twenty or thirty years later' .29 Kipling was never a fascist and insofar as he was involved in British politics during the interwar period, he remained within the fold of diehard Conservatism serving as one of the vice-presidents of the Indian Empire Society and the India Defence League.30 Despite this, through his writing he contributed greatly to the ideal of racialized imperial masculinity that was very appealing to Britain's fascists. Kipling's 'frontier verses' , a series of poems mostly published during the 1890s that deal with 'the men who come, suffer, and find their manhood on the boundaries of Empire' , are illustrative of this contribution.31 The buf drew inspiration from Kipling's frontiersmen, 'The Gentleman Rovers abroad' , who were courageously risking life and limb in pioneering, 'breaking the road for the rest' .32
They were also encouraged by Kipling's condemnation of 'London decadence' against which he set 'frontier virility' .33 Kipling's poetry was a call to arms to those back in Britain to take up the task of maintaining the Empire. In poems like 'The Native Born' , he attacked British indifference to Empire while 
The New Fascist Frontiersman
The new fascist men who were to carry out the rebirth of Britain and her Empire saw themselves as taking the torch from earlier imperial pioneers. They were going to remake Britain just as, according to heroic tales, great men had made the Empire. As one fascist, writing in 1934, plainly put it, 'It is the direct object of Fascism to revive the pioneering spirit upon which the magnitude of the British Empire is founded.'46 Olive Hawks, an enthusiastic activist in the buf's Women's Section, proclaimed that with the rise of the 'New Man' of British fascism 'Our Drakes, our Clives and Cromwells have risen again in the islands of their birth.'47 Their struggle 'to maintain and to re-unify' the Empire, would require 'the questing, fearless spirit' of Britain's imperial pioneers, the spirit that also formed 'the true essence of Fascism' .48 The buf's resident philosopher, Alexander Raven Thomson, wrote of fascism as the rule of 'The true aristocrat, the born leader of men' .49 Like Hawks' 'New men' , Raven Thomson's 'true aristocrats' were modelled on men like Drake and Raleigh; men who, in his words, 'suffered hardship and risked danger to lay the foundations of the British Empire.'50 These 'true aristocrats' were to lay the foundations of British fascism in a political revolution akin to an great act of Empire-building; just as Britain had colonized the world, the new fascist frontiersmen of the buf were going to 'colonise Britain' .51 buf members cast their leader as the latest and greatest in the long line of Empire-building 'great men' . As the newest addition to their fascist pantheon of imperial heroes, they believed that Mosley would 'outshadow all the great Empire builders of the past' .52 In the hopes of buf recruits, Mosley was going to go down in history as the man who consolidated the British Empire, finishing off the work started by earlier Empire builders. Mosley was imagined as a man in the heroic tradition, representing a masculinity whose natural habitat was on 'the battlefield, or the backwoods, or with his hunters in the jungle' .53 They conceived of his fascist mission as similar to the imperial mission of nineteenth-century British heroes. His fight against British fascism's enemies within, 'against the serpent of corruption, stagnancy, decadence, and Jewry' , was compared to the fight led by Admiral Nelson against an external foreign foe in the previous century.54
The grandiosity of the buf's imperial policy reflected this intense faith in the willpower of 'great men' . The decline of the Lancashire cotton industry was an obsession for Mosley. For the buf, it was an issue that linked imperial politics to the bread-and-butter realities of British working-class life. Mosley took aim at the threats to the Lancashire cotton industry such as the use of cheap labour in Indian cotton mills, the imposition of high Indian tariffs on British exports, and the danger that Britain would lose its Indian market for cotton to Japan.55 He proposed a raft of measures a fascist government would take to deal with this including forcing India to lower tariffs, requiring Indian cotton mill owners to pay higher wages, excluding foreign textile manufacturers from Martin Pugh has called Mosley's plans to put down India's increasingly bold Nationalist movement and its burgeoning textile industry in one fell swoop 'highly unrealistic' .58 Mosley's biographer, Robert Skidelsky described the buf's policy as one of 'holding India down by force' .59 Mosley's own understanding of his plans was quite different and illustrates the way in which British fascism aspired to conduct itself in the spirit of imperial heroism. The issue of India's future was discussed by Mosley not in terms of imperial realpolitik but with reference to a pivotal moment in British imperial history. ' We held India during the Mutiny' , he proclaimed in a 1935 speech, referring to the 1857 Indian Mutiny.60 For Mosley, maintaining this hold would be a test of British manhood; they faced 'one-tenth of the problem which faced our ancestors' and failure to hold India would mean 'we would be one hundredth the men they were' .61
'Empire Builders' versus 'Old Women'
The men who built the Empire functioned not only as an example to be emulated but also a yardstick with which to measure, and then to beat, their enemies. Writing For A.K. Chesterton, the creation and maintenance of the Empire was the result of 'the zeal, hard work, and heroism of our fighting men, our pioneers, our colonists, our colonial administrators and our handfuls of colonial police.'71 Moreover, they had accomplished this feat 'in spite of the politicians' .72 Politicians at home were seen as an active impediment to Empire-building; a sentiment bluntly conveyed in his remark that 'Men make Empires: politicians degrade and lose them.'73 The democratic politician stood in for the system he represented, seen by fascists as ineffective, weak and prone to collapse. He was the very opposite of the imperial hero, who was portrayed as the masculine antecedent to fascism's new man. Much like the buf's new fascist man, wrote Joyce, 'Drake and Raleigh and Hawkins . . . would not have entered the House of Commons, except to spit in it. '74 This distinction, perpetually drawn between the imperial man on the one hand and the democratic politician on the other, speaks to the depth of British fascism's engagement with imperialism. According to Roger Griffin, fascism seeks to engineer 'a new sort of "man" in an alternative socio-political and cultural modernity to liberal capitalism.'75 The buf found their new man as well as their 'alternative modernity' in imperialism. The legacy of the British Empire stood out for fascists as a glowing example of what Britain could do in spite of democracy. Imperialism appeared to them as men acting, not talking or debating or otherwise engaging in democracy but exerting their will upon the world and the people in it. The buf revelled in the stark difference between imperialism and democracy; 'the death of democracy' , wrote Joyce, 'is the life of Imperialism' .76 In their conception of the aristocratic imperial hero, they saw an individual who was capable of transforming the world around him through sheer will. Standing as a rejection of democracy as a system and a philosophy, imperialism represented 'the dynamic forces of heroic man in his struggle with crude and primitive nature' .77
In a double-page spread in the buf's Action newspaper on 'The Men Who Built the British Empire' , E. D. Hart distilled the lives of Britain's 'Empire Builders' down into two political lessons. One was that where the Empire flourished it was not down to a parliament full of elected politicians but to an 'appointed . . . suitable person' who was then 'given . . . a free hand' .78 And the other, was that imperial blunders had resulted from 'unintelligent interference' on the part of party politicians.79 The buf found in their fascist mythology of the British Empire an object lesson in the superior qualities of fascist leadership when compared to its democratic counterpart. As Joyce put it, fascism was out to revive '[t]he era of Imperial leadership' in which 'Politicians are no longer to be tolerated ' The buf and Imperial Racism
Much like earlier incarnations of imperial manliness, the buf's imperial masculinity defined itself against non-white men. As Bill Schwarz has noted, 'the white man could only be a white man in relation to his others: his whiteness and his masculinity acquired meaning only in relation to those who had no claims, or lesser claims, to whiteness or to masculinity' .81 In the process of fashioning new men based on old imperial ideals, the buf worshipped a whiteness sharpened by colonial encounter. This is unsurprising when one considers that, as W. F. Mandle demonstrated, a significant number of their members had had such encounters themselves. Among his sample of 103 members of 'the buf elite' , consisting of party workers and election candidates, he found that around seventy had 'travelled, served or worked overseas' .82 Africa, India, and the Far and Middle East featured prominently among the locations travelled to. Mandle noted the presence of four ex-Indian Army officers and 'at least sixteen' with 'some experience' of Africa including Robert Gordon-Canning, who fought in Morocco, and A.K. Chesterton, who was born in South Africa and worked there briefly after the First World War as a prospector and then as a journalist.83 Geographically speaking, the imperial connections went even further. Fascist ecologist, Jorian Jenks, and Richard Reynell Bellamy, author of the 'authorized' history of the buf, had both been farmers in New Zealand.84 For these individuals, their conception of whiteness, as well as of non-white people, had been forged in the crucible of the colonies. And so, when it came to imperial issues like the future of India, the buf regurgitated almost unreconstructed the hierarchies of colonial racism.
The buf's commentary on India shows the extent to which they imbibed the doctrines of colonial racism. The terminology of martial race theory, an idea which emerged out of the aftermath of the 1857 Indian Mutiny, was regularly employed in fascist periodicals.85 A feature of both popular and official discourse during the late nineteenth century, it functioned as a way of simultaneously denigrating the masculinity, and claims to self-determination, of the Indian critics of the Raj. The theory ranked the various ethnic groups of the Indian subcontinent into a 'descending scale' of colonial masculinity according to the number of characteristics they shared with the 'manly Englishman' .86 By the late nineteenth century, in response to the rise of India's Nationalist movement, the figure of the Westernised Indian intellectual was placed at the bottom of this hierarchy. The mainstay of the fledgling Nationalist movement, this group was regarded as a horrid hybrid of Indian racial inferiority and Western intellectual effeteness, and referred to as babus. 87 The buf saw a betrayal of Empire in every concession made to India. Chesterton was greatly offended that, in his view, Britain was surrendering India to 'Parsee moneylenders and Babu politicians, who would faint if a squib burst at their feet' . 88 Joyce denounced the Indian Nationalist movement as a 'fake movement' bankrolled by 'the big baboo millionaires of Bombay and Calcutta' and run by a parasitic 'swarm of lawyers, money-lenders and half-baked students' .89 Mosley called on the British government to stand fast before these lesser men and refrain from 'backing out of India, jabbering and salaaming before the frowns of a few Babu lawyers' . 90 Reviewing the autobiography of prominent Indian nationalist politician, Jawaharlal Nehru, in Action, John Beckett illustrated how completely the buf had absorbed imperialist racial doctrines. He commented that 'the educated Indian . . . has usually lost the manliness of his more Asiatic brothers and acquired a superficial Western cunning.'91 Just as these racist views had long been used to legitimize British colonial rule, British fascists used them to support their case for imposing fascist leadership on India. The Empire, they argued, required a steady, strong and masculine hand; Indian men, supposedly afflicted with 'native hysteria' , were simply not masculine enough to govern themselves. 92 India stood as an example, for the buf, of the problem with democracy in general. Just as in Europe, they argued, it had catapulted to the forefront a class of effeminate 'talkers' , rather than a small band of manly 'doers' . They believed fascism 7 (2018) 275-296 that executive rule by 'great men' had built the Empire in the first place and that the 'political blundering and weakness' they associated with democracy was losing it. 93 The solution, both at home and abroad, was a return to government by 'a ruler who knows his mind and gets his way' .94 In other words, the buf looked forward to a fascist autocrat, governing in the spirit of imperial heroes like Clive and Hastings.
The Italian invasion of Abyssinia in October 1935 was an occasion for a perfect fusion of the buf's staunch imperialism, racism, and their fascism. While Mussolini had been funding the buf since 1933, its defence of the invasion was not simply a hollow political manoeuvre; suppressing the Abyssinians was regarded as a pro-British, pro-Empire struggle. Mosley likened it to another event from the 'greater days' of British imperialism, an 1868 expedition in Abyssinia led by army officer Robert Napier whose mission it was to rescue several captive missionaries and two representatives of the British government.98 In Napier's four hundred mile march across Abyssinia, his killing of five hundred Abyssinians and wounding of one thousand five hundred more, Mosley saw a feat of imperial heroism. It was, for him, a shining example of how the British built their Empire and 'taught the barbarous tribes of Africa that British subjects cannot be molested with impunity' .99 Mussolini was only acting in the tradition of those Empire builders, argued Mosley, when he made it clear that 'he would not stand for the same thing' .100 Robert Gordon-Canning, who wrote on foreign affairs for buf periodicals, found the Italians guilty of 'no more than . . . a task so often carried out by our country and to the glory of our countrymen -carrying the reign of peace to warring tribes and bringing to these backward and barbaric races the science of the West. '101 Coursing through the buf's response to the invasion was an indignation at the violence used by the Abyssinians in self-defence. In British fascist accounts, this violence was racialized and portrayed as unforgivably black; the Abyssinians were not soldiers repelling an invasion but 'Black Murderers' . 102 The Italians had to win, not simply for the sake of Italy but for the sake of the white race. Spectres of Britain's colonial past, images of literal and figurative castration and of the violation of white women, were invoked to drive home the point that this was not simply a foreign skirmish but a high stakes battle over the future of white rule in Africa. Failure to subdue the Abyssinians, cautioned one buf writer, would mean that British subjects in nearby Kenya would 'pay the price' with 'the plunder of their cattle, the enslavement of their women, and the death or shameful mutilation of their own persons.' 103 Chesterton reiterated similar threats when the exiled Emperor of Abyssinia, Haile Selassie, visited Britain in June 1936. Enraged that a white woman had greeted Selassie by curtsying, Chesterton expressed his hopes that the footage would not be shown out in Britain's colonies where 'the "Black Peril" to womanhood . . . is sufficiently menacing without being encouraged in this disgraceful fashion.'104 Here, again, is an example of the influence colonial experience had on the buf's fascism. Born to British settlers in South Africa six months before the outbreak of the Boer War, Chesterton grew up amid a number of 'major' scares over 'the Black Peril' , a phrase used to refer to a sudden spate of sexual assaults against white women allegedly perpetrated by black men.105 Gareth Cornwell has noted that these panics did not correspond to actual incidences of rape, reflecting instead flashpoints of racism, sexual jealousy and misogyny on the part of white South African men.106 He adds that the 'Black Peril' was an integral and constantly reoccurring feature of white ethnic identity in South Africa and, in the years after the Boer War, functioned as an racial 'rallying point' for English and Afrikaners.107 fascism 7 (2018) 275-296 Like Chesterton and others, William Joyce coloured the conflict as a clash 'between the triumphant progress of white civilisation and its subjugation by the Oriental and African barbarian.'108 Picking up where imperialism left off, Joyce believed that fascism was fighting in the corner of 'white civilization' against 'Negroes, Hindus, Japs, and Jewish razor-men' .109 Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds have pointed to the turn of the twentieth century as a key moment in the international ascent of politicized whiteness. This was illustrated for them by the rise of a collective white identity out of a transnational racial discourse between the United Kingdom, the United States, and selfstyled 'white man's countries' like Australia and South Africa. British fascism spoke in the same language, of 'whiteness in defensive, but defiant, mode' against a dreaded rising tide of 'colour' . 110 Much like the turn of the century white supremacism in Lake and Reynolds' work, British fascism was motivated by anxious premonitions of the loss of imperial power. Combining fanatical antisemitism with imperialist racism, Joyce declared that European fascists were locked in a chaotic battle with 'Jewish international finance and Jewish-controlled Bolshevism' , twin forces attempting to mobilize 'the coloured races against the white' .111 In adopting fascism, wrote Joyce, Germany and Italy had already answered the call to fight for white survival and Britain must do so next. The coming fascist revolution, like the suppression of Abyssinia, was regarded as one part of the greater fulfilment of the white man's imperial 'Destiny' . 112 This racially conscious fascist imperialism underpinned the buf's peace campaign. Launched in 1935 in support of the Italian invasion of Abyssinia, under the slogan 'Mind Britain's Business' , the buf revived the campaign on numerous occasions in the latter half of the decade in the face of growing hostilities in Europe. Their constant refrain was that Britain should concentrate on its own affairs, chiefly the development of the Empire, and not concern itself with what other nations were doing. Joyce foresaw a 'new Imperialism' in which the fascist Empires of Britain, Germany and Italy would ensure peace fascism 7 (2018) 275-296 inclination and ability of men like Drake, Raleigh, Nelson and others in overseas domination.120 In the early days of the Third Reich, an array of books on the British imperial heroes was published.121 A great many of these were, in a quite calculated way, targeted at young readers and school pupils.
While the Nazis desired to win an Empire through war, the buf believed that only through peace would Britain be able to hold onto and develop its Empire. The choice before Britain, according to Jenks, was between 'an anti-Axis policy in Europe' and thus war or peace with 'a strong and United Empire' .122 The buf emphatically chose the latter. Imperialism was a central part of the fascist case for peace and they continued their push for a fascist peace even into the early years of the Second World War. This ultimately led a British government nervous of potential fifth columnists to intern Mosley and other leading members on 23 May, 1940, and outlaw the organisation altogether on 10 July, 1940.
Conclusion
Shut out of mainstream politics during the interwar period, a certain masculinist strain of imperialism found political expression in British fascism. Drawing deeply on the imperial discourse of the mid-to-late nineteenth century and the right-wing radicalism of the Edwardian period, the British Union of Fascists built their ideology out of the past and present of the British Empire, and conceived of their hoped-for future in its image. For their new fascist man, they drew on imperial constructions of the 'White Man' as a symbol of the mythic power to re-make the world through will alone.
The mission of earlier imperialists, like Kipling and Baden-Powell, had been to secure imperial greatness using the values of colonial masculinity to transform the metropole. For Mosley and his recruits, the same means were the route to a fascist British Empire. Old imperial, racist stereotypes became a means for the buf to simultaneously deny people of colour in India and Africa the right to self-determination and to support their foreign fascist comrades. Finally, Mosley and his recruits regarded the renewal of the British Empire, led by fascist frontiersmen and supported by fellow fascist Empires in Germany and Italy, as the key to world peace. In the end it was the buf's enthusiasm for this kind of fascist internationalism that provoked the government to intern its leading members and outlaw the organisation.
British fascism was a marginal political force. The buf failed to win power and in terms of membership, peaked at around 40,000 to 50,000 in 1934, never to recover these numbers again.123 However, it must not be written off as a negligible political anomaly in the history of interwar Britain or of interwar British imperialism. The fact that the buf so frequently enlisted the history of the British Empire in its political struggle, that it so often made use of ideological leftovers of the British imperialism, and that it was able to fit its white supremacist fascism so easily into the framework of imperial racism, demand that British fascism be incorporated into the broader historiographical debate about the effect the Empire had on British politics and society.
The imperialism espoused by the buf was rooted in ideas that, decades before 1930s, were regarded as mainstream, and the imperialist ideologues they venerated were far from fringe enthusiasts. To take just a few of their imperial idols as examples: Kipling was a widely loved poet and Baden-Powell, already a heroic veteran of the Boer War, had his status as a national figure cemented with the popularity of his Scout Movement. That the buf lauded these figures, despite the fact that none of them could be accurately described as fascists, does not mean that they were simply seeking to validate fascism by association but points to some real ideological affinities. In this light, the political failure of British fascism, and the associated failure of marginalized Conservative Party diehards, illustrates the changing nature of British imperialism and of masculine constructions of the national character during the interwar period. Looked at in this way, British fascism appears as a stain (albeit a small one) left on Britain's political fabric by an earlier and, by the 1930s, out-of-step version of imperialism.
